I just want to paint
- You have graduated from the faculty of architecture; how did it happen that you became a painter?
Zdzisław Beksiński: Generally speaking, the answer is simple. I cannot wok collectively. Architecture is the collective-work domain. If had a chance to build alone and only for myself, I would be an architect, similarly as I am a painter. I experience joy only if I work individually. The dimensions of my activity are of a minor interest- maybe I would be more satisfied to paint huge wall paintings, but only if I was the owner of the paints, walls, if the deadline, the method of performance and the whole rest depended exclusively on me. As it is impossible, I prefer smaller pictures in room-dimensions, painting in a tiny atelier organized in my flat than painting huge works ordered by, let us say, for instance, UN. Accepting an order, I would like to do my job in such a way as to make the ordering person pleased- this is the problem of the basic honesty of a craftsman. However, this condition would be as exhausting for me as an unpaid debt. Then why should I take on such duties?
- In the late fifties you performed innovative photography and made metal sculpture relief, according to the spirits of the avant-garde of these days. Why, after a few years, did you leave that kind of searching and start dealing with drawing only and then painting of an irrational character?

It is always most difficult to answer the questions starting with the phrase: “how did it happen”. Assessing something ex post, we forget about the motives that became the sources of some kind of a decision. For example, for five years I have not been drawing; though I feel like coming back to drawing for some time, only when I finish the next two pictures that I still want to paint. Then there are next pictures, then for a change I do not feel like drawing, then a year passes and the second one- it is not impossible that within the next decade I will not make any drawings and, being interviewed in the future, I will have to explain why I gave up drawing. It was similar with photography. Till today I have had the photographic equipment and, from time to time, I buy something new. From time to time there is some kind of an accumulation of ideas that are possible to be realized mainly with the use of photography, but de facto I have been further and further away from that. Thus, I do not want to lie to myself: I am almost sure I will not be back to photography. The time has played a key role here. Other stereotypes have been consolidated. Finally, the technological inertia acts against it: in my case, painting means the entire factory, with the problems of supply, atelier arrangement etc., etc. Another problem is the change of the way of perceiving and representing things. It has also been happening very slowly and smoothly. I think that the moment when I acted under the avant-garde of those days was the second period of my creative activity. I started as an expressionist, similarly to many young Polish painters of that period. I do not know how well they knew each other. The true thing is that I have not known any of them. Everything  I was doing at that time and what came from the bottom of my heart was almost analogical: screaming figures, people with the heads made of stone, some women delivering babies, some people during copulation, defecation, dying, being shot or hung, prisons, cities without windows etc., etc. Stylistically there was something of Cwenarski or Wróblewski in it. I was able to paint five pictures of large dimensions a day. I was absolutely uncritical. I was becoming impatient quickly, so I did not see any sense in the polishing up of what had already been painted in distemper or in crayon on a huge cardboard. Nevertheless, I think that only then I was really honest. Or maybe naïve? Then the period of reflection came and I realized that I was not the first person to discover expressionism and I was not first with the idea that life does not make sense. I even began to feel ashamed of myself and the louder I used to scream previously, the bigger distance I now tried to create. I think that the fact of entering avant-garde was, in fact, the first mask-wearing. Of course, it does not mean that I changed my opinions. But, being ashamed of the fact that I had made fool of myself before, I adapted the style as a mask. And I accepted the style that was popular at that time. Though I do not think that I should owe much to studying of what others were doing. In general, I have never been too much interested in what others were doing. I think that some side factors, though common for everyone, cause that in a consequence the works of art of a certain period are quite similar to each other. Till today, I have not been surprised that I was accused of imitating people, though I had had no idea about them, as in fact my paintings and relief of that period were not much different from the state average. And finally, the third change, leading towards what I am doing now. I think that it resulted from the discomfort of wearing a mask, but, as the path leading towards the naïve honesty was closed, I have chosen something that is still a mask but as if slightly less uncomfortable. All I say is of course a quarter of the truth, but looking for and describing of everything that attributed to this and not other order of facts would probably take thousands of pages of print. And it still would not be complete.  

- Wasn’t the process of the change of the searching direction accompanied by the feeling of the lack of chances in the field of avant-garde and possibilities of own individualization with the use of the means that have been used by you so far?

I think that in every stylistic field one can realize himself to the same degree. It just happened that welding my relief made of iron, I frequently had a thought that I envy the painters of the past their clean, nice-smelling ateliers. I just simply had a naïve and simple need of painting by the easels. Of course, then it turned out that it was as hard work as welding of the metal sheets. 

-What role did Galeria Boguckich play in stimulating your artistic activity, remembering the fact that for many years only they were organizing your exhibitions?
With my total lack of ability to become interested in organizing my own career, I would probably not have had any exhibitions till today if not for the Boguccy. I came across them in the fifties, when I was a photographer who drew and painted a bit. While preparing some photographic exhibition, one of my friends took me together with some other photographers to the flat of the Boguccy. It was in Cracow. I must have probably had some photographs of my paintings- I cannot remember the details. Then, for a few months the Boguccy had many problems with me, as they started launching me, what was as difficult for them as stroking a cat against its fur, because, like all maniacs of their own creative activity, I was completely mad about not destroying any of my works. I made up many difficulties. I am ashamed of that now. But at that time I thought they were irresponsible people who would waste my whole output for some kind of illusion. In fact, I have been like that till today: I hate organizing exhibitions. 

- At the time of the textural and structural searching, parallel with avant-garde, you made an excellent relief with the motif of a cross entitled Maltę. To Rilke. How far did the inspiration in literature influence the turning point that took place in your creative activity?
I have no attitude towards that period of my own creative activity. If I am able to provide some memories, I can only say that the title was something unchangeable. I think that, instead of Maltę, the picture would have a different title and it would not be, from my point of view, anything improper. The picture, if I remember well, was not a very successful realization of the vision that I had while reading the book by Rilke. The vision was not really successful as I did not manage to paint or draw exactly what I wanted. It has always been and still is something different, a bit “to the side”. Fortunately, the viewers do not see it, but it is an awful feeling: not to have even one picture that is exactly what I wanted, so, when I finished, I entitled the painting Maltę, though I would prefer not to attribute the excessive meaning to that. In fact, I forgot a bit how it really was. 

Of course I am inspired with literature, similarly with music, observing the surrounding and everything that is inside me and outside, but I am inspired by the things somehow accidentally, partially, and fractionally. For instance, a piece of grey hear of an old man noticed from the tram number 19 at the tram stop at Plac Unii three years ago- I have been trying to paint and include it into some picture many times with a negative consequence so far. If I manage to do this, should the title refer to what was the source of my inspiration? What for? What good will it do?

There are a lot of such partial inspirations. Recently, I have given up a half-painted picture, as suddenly I realized that it is as perfect as the drawing of my friend that I saw many years ago, who the critics blame to be under my influence. Thus, one could ask: who influences whom? Though, of course, I do not feel that I imitated him consciously. 


Inspiration by a work of literature is the same inspiration as all others, works at equal rights and, additionally, it does not have to be the inspiration one would expect, especially, with respect to the impression of the work itself. A detail of a minor importance may inspire you. For instance, reading a difficult and tiring book by Hawkes, The Lime Twig, I remembered the frozen bomber at the beginning, but also because previously, for a long time I had wanted to paint old airplanes. Then I became disappointed with it when I saw that in one of Woodroffe’s paintings, as a side detail, such an old, rusty bomber was painted exactly the way I wanted to do it. That is why I hate seeing others’ pictures. Anti-inspiration that is the impossibility of painting something, because someone else has already done it, is worse than a complete lack of inspiration. So I was the happiest when I thought that it was me, first in the world, having such ideas. 
- You understand the contemporary times as or even only though sudden in its acting music. How does it model your artistic vision?
- Do not exaggerate. I just like music and I listen to it at work. I understand the contemporary times as others do- but it has a minor impact on my creative activity. I am not sure if music inspires me immediately to work. For instance, pop-music does not inspire me, but it stimulates me similarly to coffee or sugar. It is pure pleasure without the element of spiritual experience. It is like that in general, because, of course, each rule has exceptions, so even this one does. When painting to the pop music, I make the movements of my body that, of course, make my work difficult, so they seem to be senseless. However, turning it off makes the feeling of the lack of something without which I would not be able to work. As far as classical music is concerned, we can consider some kind of inspiration here. I simply believe that I think about the picture in a similar way as I think about a symphonic poem from the late 19th century. And this is why I feel indifferent to what will be painted in the picture. It is important what I cannot express in words but hope to express in some of the better pictures. Some kind of an impossible to call, however, existing ecstasy that is present in post-Wagner music. Of course, generally speaking, as I also notice other composers here, such as Szostakowicz, Honegger or Britten. 
- How do you approach the references in your creative activity to the art of great visionaries of the future, for instance Gustaw Moreau, Arnold Bócklin, Odillon Redob, Blake? How do you experience the Young Poland movement inspirations that are so obvious for the audience of your art?
The question is the answer and I do not deny anything here. I am compared to Link and Bosch and then, in both cases, I deny. Of course, I am not able to accept Bócklin but The isle of the dead impressed me a lot when I was a child and this impression has been still alive. 

- In many of your pictures and drawings the main role is played by the symbols or accessories such as a cross, skeletons, skull, that have been functioning in the art for ages but differently for different historical periods. You, however, used them in the modernistic and sometimes romantic stylistic version. Is it a conscious action?

I just want to paint pictures. It is hard to escape tradition. The picture itself, being an object hanging on the wall, defined with the use of geometric shape, framed, seen and commented, is the result of tradition. Each of these elements, including contemplating over the work of art, talking about the work of art- these are the elements of tradition that moved even to conceptualism. Why should I freely give up other elements of tradition such as dark glittering of varnish, figure composition and so on?

From the first pictures I saw in my childhood at church and private flats, the idea of the picture have been slowly created in my consciousness. I want to carry this idea out. It can be realized though resistance, irony, inverted commas, distance and persiflage, but also straight away and naively. I use the accessories consciously, as I think they are connected with the idea of the picture comparatively tightly as frames and a hanger that is on the reverse. And why do I use these and not others? There are not so many accessories. All greatest pictures of the world are similar to each other and, finally, it is not so important what is painted. I personally prefer to paint fantastic and irregular ruins than a modern and regular office building but this is mainly because I am not bored at work. The contents of the picture cannot be contained in the used accessories, but in what is unutterable. Only can it be the psychological image of a creator reflected in the attributes or in only fancying them.  But I do not paint, however, to uncover before others psychologically. It is rather about spiritual contact. Maybe it will be most sincere to admit that I do not know what it is about. I just feel such a need to paint. As for my imagination and its excess or lack, I value imagination really low. A tree with a foggy landscape in the background, if it is painted in a nice way, it means more to me than the entire works of Margritte. 

- Your works seem to be surprisingly unequal. There are the ones that somehow open the windows to the mystique incredible world but there are more of the ones that can make one angry due to their banality. Do you put your works in a hierarchy?

- I would not like to get on anybody’s nerves due to banality. In general, I think that I am not banal but this is, of course, my opinion. Isn’t the problem based on the false, symbolic reading of what was painted? But, of course, there are the pictures that I evaluate as good, as well as those that I find unsuccessful. The good pictures are the fruit of a coincidence or a good period as, of course, I always wanted to paint only the good pictures, but obviously I have not always done. I am talking about my own judgment. From my point of view the judgment: good or unsuccessful concerns, on one hand, the method of painting and, on the other hand, what was painted. As far as the second one is concerned, it is true that sometimes, in the middle of my work on the picture, I become skeptical about what I do. It seems to be stupid. It concerns figural scenes and it is, as if through the window I suddenly saw the scene I was painting and had to describe it with words. There is no such a problem with the landscape; there are some formal problems, but this is not what the subject of the question is about. 
Referring to the banality in the judgment of the audience, I think that, first of all, it is based on improper reading. When I paint real objects, each of them carries certain array of simple associations. However, these associations are not for everyone and not always evident. For example: the first association for the word “fish” is not the same for everybody. What is the first association for one person will be the seventh for the other and the hundredth for the third one. Painting a few real objects within one picture provokes the play of the first associations with reference to common systems, so, for instance, with reference to the symbolic system or surrealistic system of Magritte’s type. I was talking about that many times and for me the notional associations make a side factor, resulting from the fact that I paint real objects and the objects that are close to the real ones, that in the picture are presented within a mutual spatial connection, but it is not a notional connection. Of course I also have the first association of the word “fish” when I paint a fish in some surrounding. I cannot totally reject the accumulated associations, but I do not use them in any creative way. If I do not paint a red fish hanging on a balloon and I generally avoid such ideas. I think that for everyone it is obvious that a fish is a fish and nothing else. But if I paint dead fish thrown by the sea onto the beach, what seems to be as obvious as a tree with the foggy landscape in the background, as fish are in their proper circumstance and surrounding, it does not mean that I avoided the possibility of reading that has all the features of literary banal. I describe the particular picture painted a few years ago that then became odious to me with such exegesis as the one saying that here are the traditional “fish on the sand” or, even worse, that this is a protest against the endangering ecological catastrophe.  However, I did not think in such a way. I just painted the sea and the dead fish that are thrown by the sea. Nothing else. And if I painted a naked girl with a skull in her hand, it would be for sure neither “love”, nor “death”, nor “Vanitas”. The banality would function here as a side effect. Of course, I will not paint such a picture as I would notice myself that there is the possibility of banal interpretation. The thing is that many times, ex post, after painting the picture, the reaction and opinions of the audience make me realize that the educated people interpret it differently than I do. 

- The enthusiasts of your art think that it reveals the depth of the extreme existential experiences. The opponents see some kind of a master show of quite stereotypical horror. How would you verbalize the senses included in it?

I think that what I mean is painting nice pictures. Nice. It will be interpreted as some coquetry. At least it is not the first time that I deal with such a question and the reaction to my answer. But in fact I really care for painting nice pictures. What I associate with a nice picture is some large baroque or nineteenth century church altar painting, some dark landscape hanging in an old flat with the family portraits and other landscapes. Unquestionably there will be the picture of Vermeer somewhere here. It is not all, but it is definitely not about horror. Thus, a person who would say that what I paint is sick, would complement me. I have a very strong inclination for illness and, of course, it is not about delighting in a runny nose but about the nineteenth century illness. The illness that attracted Thomas Mann. Thus, due to some reasons, I feel Wojtkiewicz is closer to me than Vermeer. Maybe the synthesis I am looking for is totally internally contradictory and unattainable? 
Interviewed by Wojciech Skrodzki, “Projekt” 1981, no. 6. 
